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	1. Chapter 1

Hayden kept an eye on the thug, making sure to keep out of sight. The impatience within him had been growing slowly after the tailing had continued for the last three days. They had been trying to see whether he would meet up with the contact that had been supplying his group with military grade hardware, but unfortunately the thug appeared to have caught on to Hayden's tailing and had been cautious ever since.

Finally breaking his resolve, the thug vanished into an alley, pushing past all of the Atlesian civilians in his panic to get away. Shaking his head, Hayden tapped his earpiece, opening the communication lines for the rest of his squad mates.

"Tuilen, he's heading towards you," Hayden sighed, disappointed that the thug didn't try to fight back against him. All four of his squad had split up in each of the directions to make sure that they would be able to intercept and follow the thug no matter where he ran.

"Good, close in on his location, make sure you don't lose track of him and let him slip past you, I don't want to have to find another dealer," Aelius commanded. The thug continued his mad dash, occasionally glancing behind to check if he had lost his tail yet, though in that instant, Tuilen dropped down from the rooftops.

He appeared to be Hayden's complete opposite, whereas Hayden was tanned, he was pale, and where Hayden had fiery red hair, his own was black with blue highlights, though at the same time, it was clear that they were twins. The two both had tubes of dust that extended from their arms down to their hands, Hayden on his right and Tuilen on his left. However it was the face that hammered in the fact. It was like looking into a mirror with the two of them, albeit an extremely warped mirror that seemed to show their fears.

Pulling a compact object from beneath his cloak, Tuilen shook it to extend it out into a voulge, a spear with an ornate axe head extending from the end of it. Hearing the mechanical sounds of a weapon transforming, the thug turned back to see a steel pole obstructing his vision as Tuilen used it to clothesline him.

Falling onto his back, the thug groaned as he grabbed at the air like a turtle on his back. Finally managing to scramble to his feet, he made a half-hearted attempt to escape, the blow having dazed him and causing him to not fully comprehend the situation he was in. Noticing this, Tuilen swung his voulge around and knocked the thug's feet out from underneath him, causing him to land on his back yet again.

"Careful, we need him to be able to talk," Hayden called out as he approached from where the thug had appeared from. The man looked up at the both of them and blinked in surprise before giggling about seeing double and falling unconscious. "And there we go, Aelius won't be too happy about this one."

"You're one to talk," Tuilen retorted. "Aren't you the one who almost roasted the last one alive?" Hayden gave him a look that could almost be called offended, though it quickly turned into one of amusement.

"Well I stopped once he ran out of aura," Hayden shrugged. "Besides, what's the point of interrogating someone if they've got an aura?" Tuilen was about to make his own response, but another voice cut him off.

"We have ways of getting past that particular problem," the voice replied. Aelius rounded the corner, his hands in his uniform pockets. The clothes that they all wore were identical, unsurprising for a uniform, though what was interesting about it were the heavy, dark clothes that they wore even through the heat. Steel plates were stitched into their coats on the shoulders and down the backs while their thick, leather shirts and pants protected their chests while still letting them move around with Hunters' usual inhuman capacity.

"Yeah, and that method has a name," another voice called out as Laure dropped down from her own direction. Despite their uniforms being identical, each had their own subtle differences. Hayden was covered in them. A lip ring was concealed beneath his cloth mask, though the chain that led to his earring made it obvious what was underneath. Tuilen always wore a chain with their family symbol on the end. Aelius wore a blade on his back which was never used, and Laure, she owned a bracelet which never left her wrist. On it was a locket and despite however much the twins quizzed her on it, she never spoke a word about it, always diverting the topic away from the charm.

"I never said that you didn't," Aelius replied defensively, holding up his hands and bowing his head slightly. The two of them were teammates, paired during their own initial test before the squad had been formed. "Though that being said, I suppose we don't really have names at the moment, do we, Habein?"

He was referring to their codenames that were to be used while they were on missions as part of the internal affairs investigation unit of atlas. Their current assignment was to find who was leaking experimental weapons from a secure sight to the thugs in this city. The last few suspects that they had interrogated were dead ends, but this one in particular had been associated with such dealings in the past, and so they had pursued him.

"Several counts of arms trafficking, bribery, armed robbery, remind me why we didn't go after this guy first?" Tuilen asked, reading the man's rap sheet off of his scroll. Hayden rolled his eyes at his brother's show of properness.

"Well I suppose that would be because you were the one that lost his hard copy file," Hayden retorted. Tuilen whirled around on him, angry at the twin's undermining.

"Because you took it and used it as a placemat!"

"Both of you, calm down," Aelius snapped, making the two of them stop their bickering instantly. Walking forwards, Aelius grabbed the thug by the collar of his vest and hauled him up forcibly until his feet were off the ground, shaking him awake. Taking his cloth mask and pulling it down, he smiled at the thug warmly, though it made the man's blood run cold. "I've shown you my face, so you should know what options this leaves for you."

"Yes," the thug replied dully. The identities of the agents of the internal affairs were an extremely well-guarded secret, something that was not helped by the distinctive characteristics that each of them possessed. Unfortunately, the rules were still rules, and so if they reported that their identities had been compromised then action would be required to take place in order to regain the security of their anonymity.

"Good, so please do be kind and co-operate with us," Aelius nodded cheerfully. The thug had heard of whole cartels being completely burnt to the ground and exterminated just to prevent the name of an agent getting out. "All we need to know who your superior is, and then we will disappear, and you will never hear of us again, hopefully. I'll be honest, you can never really tell with this volatile life of crime."

"Alright already," the thug muttered sullenly. "It's Verdent, from the R and D base." Aelius nodded slowly before dropping him back onto the ground, gesturing for the rest of his squad to follow him as he walked away.

"Did that name mean anything to you?" Laure asked quietly once they were out of sight of the thug, to which Aelius shook his head, a scowl starting on his face.

"Not a bit," he muttered. "I'm going to head down to talk to the major in charge of it and find out about any Verdents that might be operating there, who knows they might be stupid enough to use their real name. In any case, we can't make any mistakes, if they start getting more prototypes than the mechs that went missing before, it's on us."

"Well maybe they should have had better security before we were needed," Hayden growled. Originally a Valesian, he still held some negative feelings toward the nation, despite his joining of the internal affairs. "Our country was the one that was hurt in that incident, and they can't even stop more of their damn weapons getting out!"

"That's because we're the ones who are supposed to stop them," Tuilen retorted, cuffing him over the back of the head. Turning back to Aelius, he gestured back at the alley where they had left the thug. "I'll keep following him and stay out of sight this time, make sure that he's not going to continue his dealings."

"Good, if he does, contact us so that we can back you up," Aelius told Tuilen as the twin nodded and rapidly scaled a building to follow more carefully than before. "Hayden, we're off to the base, I need to talk to that major and I would feel a lot better talking to him with backup."

"Well I see that I'm in high demand," Laure stated sarcastically, her arch tone sending shivers down Aelius' spine.

"Hey, go easy on me alright? I need you to back us up in case Verdent tries to attack us," Aelius reasoned with her, as she crossed her arms dubiously.

"So as per usual I'm going to be stuck in the middle of nowhere with my scope trained on your backs," she said, however as she was speaking she began to brighten a little. "Actually, that doesn't sound like that bad of an idea after all."

"I don't think I'm entirely too comfortable with this," Hayden mumbled nervously, glancing at the compacted rifle that was slung across her back.

...

"I think I could jump that without even trying," Hayden commented on the fence of the compound critically, looking at the three-metre-high wall with disdain. He and Aelius were approaching the military base, giving first opinions on where gear could be smuggled unnoticed.

"Alright, let's see you do that when you're holding half a ton of gear," the leader retorted. Hayden paused, weighing up his own weapon and trying to decide whether he could or not. Opening his mouth to reply, Aelius quickly cut him off. "No, you're not going to try it. Now, I need you to look intimidating, I don't want to be slowed down by these guys at the front gate." All soldiers were intensely loyal to each other, and they weren't likely to be too helpful to anyone from internal affairs.

Hayden gave an evil grin as they approached the gate, relishing his task. Walking up to the soldiers that quickly barred their way, Aelius swiftly showed his identification. Scowling at him, the soldier on guard began to make a great deal of effort to check through form and paperwork, delaying them as much as possible, that was until he caught Hayden's furious glare.

"Go ahead," the soldier muttered, stepping aside for them. Walking past, Aelius glanced back to see the soldier talking rapidly into his radio, obviously warning any of his comrades if there were any less than legal activities occurring that might cause them trouble. Mostly it would just be out of regulation gambling, but in this case, he didn't know how many accomplices could be involved in this weapons trading.

"Laure, do you have eyes on the compound?" Aelius asked her, glancing round to see if there were any signs of soldiers hurrying around to cover their asses. Eyes spied at them from inside the barracks and buildings scattered around the place, watching to see if they were going to investigate their areas.

"Yeah, you really sent them into a scare," she chuckled in reply. "I bet none of them have even done anything, probably terrified that you might court martial them for not tucking in their bunks properly."

"Now that's an entertaining thought," Aelius smiled, looking over at a couple of the soldiers who ducked out of sight once they felt his eyes rake over them. "I'll have to try that one time, should be fun." At Hayden and Aelius' laughing, the soldiers went into even more of a panic, paranoid that they would be after them.

Making their way to the command centre of the compound, Aelius rapped on the door, leaning on the wall next to it. A soldier calmly opened the door, took one glance at them and instantly began to pull it shut. Kicking it out of his hands, Aelius pushed past him, Hayden close behind.

"What do you want?" the major sitting behind the desk demanded, his hostility clear. Aelius tutted, walking in and sitting at the seat across the table from him, placing his boots on the desk arrogantly, purposefully stirring him up.

"Well it seems that some items have been ending up in the wrong hands, and we know for a fact that its coming from this base," Aelius stated, taking his boots off and leaning on the desk instead. Glancing down at the papers in front of the major, he smirked. "Say, Dusk, don't you think that these pages look suspicious." Looking over at him, Hayden grinned cruelly.

"Why I do believe that they do," he commented, snatching some off of the desk despite the major's cries of indignation. "Well I suppose if we don't find our target, we may as well get something constructive done today by looking over these, maybe we should examine the whole office just in case!"

"Alright, fine, who are you looking for?" the major snapped in frustration, ripping the paper back out of Hayden's hands and slamming it back on his desk. "Just tell me who it is and I'll tell you where they work."

"The informant called him Verdent," Aelius told him. "Anybody with that name, or even a similar one?" The major thought for a moment before shaking his head.

"No one even close to that name works here," the major answered with a frown. "I don't think I've even heard a nickname close to it." Aelius cursed under his breath, looking over at Hayden, who was watching the major suspiciously.

"Do you believe him?" he asked, glancing at the squad leader, who nodded, standing up and walking to the door.

"He has no reason to lie, unless he's an accomplice of course," Aelius smiled back at the major. "But I do hope you don't mind if we take a little look around at the rest of the place, after all, if he is here, then we should be able to find something on him." The major scowled again, but gestured for them to continue, unable to prevent them even if he wanted to.

"By the way, did you see it?" Hayden asked, to which Aelius nodded.

"They're cutting the cost of the robotics department, makes sense after the tragedy in Vale," Aelius replied. "Though it might also give motive to sell some extra resources to restore the cut funds." Hayden nodded, then paused, looking at a figure that was standing in the middle of the open ground, staring at them. Looking over at them, he couldn't help feel that something was wrong, as if their aura was unnatural.

"So, Laure, how long have they been standing there?" Hayden asked over the ear piece. There was a resounding silence, and he glanced over at where she was supposed to be hidden in wait, watching before an answer came.

"Hmm? Sorry, I got bored and looked down at my scroll for a second," she replied. "Oh, heads up guys, there's someone suspicious standing in the middle of the road." Aelius rolled his eyes and focused on the figure. It was impossible to tell their race, however it appeared that the figure was a female of a younger build.

"Ma'am, stand down," Aelius ordered, glancing over at Hayden, who was already extending his weapon from its idle state into its voulge form. Raising his hands, he showed that he intended no harm to her, despite the stance that Hayden was taking.

"Careful Shade, I doubt that she intends to surrender, at least not yet," he growled, though his leader gestured for him to stay, continuing his bid for a peaceful negotiation. The figure drew two blades and dashed forwards, causing Aelius to maintain the distance between them while Hayden rushed forwards.

Blocking her swords, Hayden kicked at her legs, attempting to make her fall and use the advantageous positioning to restrain her, however when his foot hit her legs, he was shocked to find that they just bounced off without any sign that he had caused even an iota of discomfort.

"What the hell?" he asked, looking back up at her blank mask, his eyes widening as he saw the multiple blades that were hovering behind her back. Dodging to the side as they passed within a hair's breadth of him, Hayden glanced back to see that they were racing towards Aelius, who watched on calmly. "No, watch out!"

Aelius ducked underneath them, grabbing the steel strings that they were attached to and slamming them against the ground to throw the opponent to the ground. Calmly walking on top of the strings towards the figure, Aelius glanced over at Hayden indignantly.

"You know that I'm not completely clueless in combat," he said in an injured tone. Stopping in front of the combatant, he crouched down and examined her as she continued to struggle to rise to her feet. Once he was close to her, however, she stood abruptly, the steel strings that Aelius was stood upon raised and caused him to fall directly in the path of the retracting blades. Pushing himself to the side, Aelius rolled to his feet and jumped backwards to avoid the rapidly advancing woman.

"What did I say, if you're not going to take this seriously and use your weapon, then stay out of the damn fight," Hayden snarled as he dashed in front of Aelius and pushed him out of the way, deftly blocking the myriad of blades as they closed in to cut him to pieces. Aelius stumbled back and fell to the ground again as a rogue blade pass within an inch of him.

"Alright already, I get it," Aelius replied, catching sight of another figure that was watching them. Unlike the rest of the soldiers who were scrambling to find cover and their weapons. This one was watching intensely, not moving, not even shaking in fright. The build of the figure also caught his attention. "I think I might have found a new lead, I'll be right back, you try to keep her busy."

Hayden glanced over at him, making a strangled noise of fury in his throat as Aelius abandoned him to chase after the figure, who vanished as soon as they realised that Aelius was aware of their presence. Glancing back, Hayden grinned as he saw several soldiers readying their weapons.

"All yours, boys," he called to them, dashing out of the way and swinging his voulge over to rest on his shoulders as they opened fire, however the support was short lived, literally. Another combatant, wearing the same armour as the first came rushing out from between a couple of bunkers and sliced past the soldiers, depleting their aura instantly and causing them to fall unconscious.

Finding himself now outnumbered two to one, Hayden scowled and glanced back at the forested area that Laure was hidden away in, watching.

"Some support would really be appreciated," he called out over the communicator as the two opponents closed in on him. Moments later a loud boom sounded in the distance as Laure fired her sniper, the round slamming into the closes combatant and sending them flying.

Tumbling over and over, the combatant was thrown away from the fight. Finally, she managed to get a hold on the ground and steadied herself as she slid back on the concrete road. Standing back up to her full height, the fighter displayed a smoking crater in her stomach, dented to an impossible amount. It was clear that this was no regular human.

"How is she still standing?" Laure demanded angrily. Rarely had an opponent been able to stand again after taking a round from her rifle square in the stomach. Usually they would be bent over, either in too much pain to move, or too busy losing their lunch. Firing once again, she was even more surprised to see that the combatant had determined her position and was able to deflect her second shot, though the forced from it was enough to send her stumbling back. "Hold on, Dusk, I need to relocate."

"Wait, you can't leave me on my own," Hayden snapped, but there was no response. Growling, he turned back to the two fighters, who were quickly advancing on him again. Screaming out, he dashed forwards as well, jumping in the air as he brought his voulge down on them.

Aelius followed the distant figure calmly, his hands in his pockets as he maintained visual contact with him, no matter how many objects were placed in his path. Rounding a corner to keep the runner in clear sight, Aelius came face to face with several more combatants.

The figure stepped forwards, smirking confidently at Aelius. Now out in the open, he was seen clearly as a scientist, his wiry form unsuitable to any military specific role. Approaching Aelius, his smirk grew and grew until it was a malicious grin.

"I thought I could smell the stench of Valesians," he growled, the fighters around him steadily growing closer and closer. "You know, I'm almost happy about that disaster at Vale, it's what you all deserve after killing my daughter."

"Now that was uncalled for," Aelius growled, his disposition changing rapidly. "However, I'll have you know that I'm an Atlesian, despite my favour towards Vale. If you're going to pass judgment, you should know the facts first."

"You might not be one of them, but all the same, you're as much a traitor to this nation as that schnee brat," the scientist snarled. Aelius narrowed his eyes at the word traitor, gritting his teeth and stepping forwards.

"You're one to start throwing around the word traitor," he returned. "Because of your dealings with those criminals, Vale is the city that's in danger." The scientist turned to look at him with a manic expression.

"After they cut my finding, how else could I get my daughter back," he snapped. Aelius tilted his head in confusion before a look of dawning realisation overtook his face. Tugging his glove off of his right hands, he stalked forwards. His arm snaked out and grabbed onto one of the combatant's necks in a flash, beginning to lift them off of the ground.

"I just couldn't work it out," he grinned, running a hand through his hair as smoke began to curl out from where he was gripping the combatant. Slowly, his grip began to tighten relentlessly. "Something felt off about the aura of these fighters, but your daughter, she was Penny, wasn't she? Which means these are all just hollow, mass produced versions of her." His hand snapped shut, crushing the neck of the fighter and tossing her aside where her damaged throat revealed wires and mechanics.

"How dare you!" The scientist shrieked as the rest of the robots dove into action. Dodging out of the way of dozens of grasping hands, Aelius slid to a stop and watched as the mass of robots reached forwards once again. Grabbing one of the hands, he yanked one of the combatants out of the crowd and easily twisted the head out of place, disabling her.

"Quite easily, actually," Aelius commented, dropping the body to the ground. "I actually thought that they'd put up more of a fight, but I suppose that's what you get when you sacrifice quality for quantity." An explosion distracted him, however, and as he turned his head back to where Hayden was fighting his own opponents, the scientist once again vanished into the base.

Hayden held Lasaigun in its cannon form, the dust injector that covered his arm glowing a fiery red as he scorched the earth around him. It had appeared that the combatants were wary of fire, and didn't much like to go near it. Something he couldn't really understand himself, but was thankful for.

"They're trying to get round to your left," Laure informed him. Acting as his spotter, she was able to warn him to let him fend them off before they could even see him. The barrel of the cannon flared up as a stream of flames fired out, covering the ground and cutting the fighters off. Something coming closer caught Laure's eye. "Shade is coming back, and he doesn't look too happy."

Hayden, swallowed audibly, considering the pros and cons of protecting himself against the leader. Aelius continued onwards, glaring at the wall of flame that blocked him from venting his anger on Hayden. Instead he turned his attention to the two robots that had snapped their attention on to him.

Striding towards him, they flourished their blades, showing off their skill, but now that he knew what they really were, they were of no worry to him. Matching their pace, he met them both head on, redirecting their blows so that his body wouldn't take the full force of their punches.

"Stop playing around with them," Laure told him. "We're on a schedule here." Aelius made no sign that he had heard her, however he seemed to tighten up his movements, beginning to push the opponents back rather than giving them ground. Granted an opportunity, he grasped the wrist of one of the robots, twisting it past what its joints could handle and destroying it. He heard the intake of breath as Laure finally saw what they were.

"Laure, I need you to keep looking around the base, see if you can find a scientist with several more of these things as his entourage," Aelius told her, dispatching the fighters quickly. As they fell to the ground, he rounded on Hayden. "So, at which point did you think it wise to start burning up a military base full of fragile experiments?"

"About the time when I almost got my arm cut off," Hayden replied defiantly, revealing the deep wound in his arm. "Have you gotten a hold of Wraith yet?" Aelius nodded, throwing a glance back towards the city close by where the last member of their squad was travelling from.

"He's coming with back up, I have no idea how many of those robots he could have in reserve, so I figured that it would be better to be safe than sorry," he answered. The sound of transports caught his attention. Looking over at the fleet of ships flying towards them, Aelius half reached back into his coat to where his weapon laid hidden, but Hayden placed a hand on his arm, stopping him.

"Don't worry, we've got it," he reassured him. The ships approaching were unmarked, without any nation's decals painted on them, which meant that they had to belong to a different organisation, or at least someone that didn't want to be recognised. As the transports drew closer Laure bit her lip to stop a curse from slipping out.

"We've got White Fang incoming," she reported, catching site of the famous mask that each of the faunas waiting inside the transports wore. "I'm not sure if they have a leader here as well, but I'll keep watch."

"Alright, but don't take any shots," Aelius replied. "You need to stay hidden until we see whoever's leading them." Laure nodded, frustrated at her role. A long time ago she would have fought side by side with Aelius and the twins, but now it was only her semblance that mattered, her duties reduced to remain hidden and wait until she could land the final blow.

"This isn't going to be good," Hayden muttered, his cannon transforming back into the voulge. "We've got robots behind us, and revolutionists in front of us." Aelius shrugged as he looked up at the transports that were nearing the base.

"At least we've got some support with us," he reasoned, gesturing to the soldiers that were now gathering to fight off the faunas offensive. Hayden made a disgusted sound as he looked at the soldiers milling around, gearing up to fight the enemy that they knew they could take on.

"Yeah, they'll do us as much good as they did my family back home," he spat. Aelius fell quiet, knowing how hard it was for Hayden and even Tuilen, who both lost contact with their relatives after the tragedy. "Come on, I don't want you slacking off on this one."

The transports reached within firing range of the soldiers, and began to weave through the air as blasts rang all around them, able to dodge the majority of the shots, and taking the less sever ones where possible. The soldiers ducked for cover in return when the White Fang began to respond in kind, leaning out the side of the transports to fire at the Atlesian warriors.

Reaching the compound, the faunas began to disembark from the ships, jumping to the ground and moving into melee where they had the advantage. However, while they were stronger than the soldiers in this range, there were two others that were even more powerful in kind.

The two of them grinned wildly as they walked forwards, each unable to hide the eagerness to take out their frustrations of the destruction of their home on the faunas. Noticing this, the White Fang warriors close to them seemed to hesitate, though pressed forward even through their uncertainty. This was a mistake.

The first wave of them were thrown through the air, landing heavily and groaning in pain as they clutched at their injured sides. The second wasn't much better, and the third backed away wisely. Unfortunately for them, Hayden and Aelius weren't interested in letting them leave.

Although he had not drawn his weapon, the leader of their squad was still terrifying in close combat. Faster and stronger than the faunas, he moved like a beast, his inhuman abilities overpowering the others easily. With each blow, he either left one of them stunned or out of action completely, though not dead.

Hayden on the other hand wasn't as strong as Aelius, though he held his own, just the same as his leader. Like other hunters, his movements incorporated his weapons as fluidly as if they were part of his own body. No White Fang were able to get within a metre of him as he pushed them away with his voulge.

Together, they tore through the ranks of the White Fang, even when they began to run back onto the transports. Chasing them onto the ships, Aelius and Hayden pushed them back in one side, and then straight out of the other. That was until an explosion tore through the transport that Aelius was currently rampaging through.

Thrown to the ground, he looked back up to see a man in a black suit, placing a pistol-gripped fencing blade back into position onto his lower back. Accompanying him was a young girl who Aelius immediately recognised as the companion that Torchwick had fought next to during the battle of Vale.

"You!" Aelius snarled, feeling the fury that had overcome him when he watched the tragedy on a monitor from over the other side of the world. An inhuman howl escaped his throat as he raced forwards, ignoring the shots that were loosed by the other White Fang, attempting to protect the leader of this assault.

Leaping up into the air and grasping hold of the cockpit, Aelius punched through the glass. He took hold of the pilot inside and tore him from his seat, throwing him to the ground below. Dropping back down from the craft, he landed and looked back at the transport as it crashed into the ground.

There were a few moments of silence where all fighters looked at the crash uncertainly, debating whether it would be worth it to continue fighting if their commander was out of action. Unfortunately, it didn't seem that the bloodshed was destined to cease just yet as the man stumbled out from the wreckage of the helicopter, a disgruntled look on his face.

"Neo, get him," he growled to his side. As the young girl who looked as bemused as he, walked out from the wreckage as well, she looked over at Aelius. Beginning to walk forwards, she stiffened and hesitated, looking at his eyes uncertainly.

Looking as if they had fractured, Aelius' irises were streaked with black, and beneath his pupils lay a red glow. Backing up as fast as he approached, Neopolitan shook her head, pushing the man so that he would stay behind her.

"Aelius, calm down," Hayden roared, gripping his shoulder tightly and shaking him out of his mania. The leader of their squad blinked several times before shaking his head, his eyes returning to normal. Taking a breath, Aelius held a hand to his eye, closing the both of them and taking a moment. When he opened them again, he looked at the retreating criminals with a new clarity.

"Laure, take the shot," he told his partner. Up on the hill, Laure stretched her neck and settled closer to her sniper, taking aim at the criminal. She watched as she met up with the scientist and hesitated.

"The scientist is with them, which is the higher priority?" she asked, flitting her aim between the two. The two criminals escorted the scientist onto the ship, glancing back at Aelius and Hayden with a sour look.

"Kill the one who destroyed our home," Aelius ordered. Laure grinned as she zoomed in on Neopolitan's face. Closing her eyes, a green energy built up within her. Flowing into the rifle, the energy coated the round loaded in the chamber. Opening her eyes once more, the original brown had been replaced by a glittering emerald colour.

Tightening her finger on the trigger, the round loosed from her rifle, leaving a green trail as it blazed towards the criminal. Seeing the flash, Neopolitan reacted in an instant, pulling her boss out of the way and raising her umbrella to shield the shot. Good fortune was the only force that kept her alive with the bullet tearing straight through the umbrella and grazing her cheek, leaving a scar despite her aura's best efforts to heal it.

Touching a hand to her cheek, she began to step forwards in fury, however it was the other man's turn to pull her to the side, this time raising his fencing blade and aiming it at where the green trail led directly to Laure, still sheathed.

"No, this time I will be the one to draw blood," he smiled at her, before his face grew cold as he fired the shot. A red energy pulsed down the sheath from a dust cartridge, gathering at the other end before launching towards the sniper's position. Laure ran as best she could, looking back as the bolt of red energy closed in on her position.

Aelius could only watch in horror as the forest in which Laure had taken as cover erupted in flames. Hayden gritted his teeth as he watched the darkness once again spread from the centre of Aelius' eye, and pulled back his arm before landing a severe blow across the back of his friend's head, knocking him out. Looking up at the two as the man smiled a smug grin from his new transport, Hayden snarled, but had his arms full with Aelius' limp body. Quickly, the White Fang began to retreat and follow the two criminals out of the base, accompanied by what robots were left of the scientist's own troops.

Lowering Aelius to the floor, Hayden looked back at the fires, almost falling to the ground himself as the weariness overtook him. A large explosion of ice, for want of a better term, detonated in the forest, extinguishing the flames in an instant. From it, Tuilen approached, several other agents of the internal affairs following him close behind as he held Laure's injured form against him.

The fresh agents began cleaning up the White Fang that had been left behind in the hasty retreat as Tuilen approached Hayden and Aelius, fury on his face as he looked over at their leader. Gently laying Laure on the ground, he walked forwards, grabbing Aelius by the collar.

"You call yourself a leader when you can't protect your squadmates?" he demanded of the unconscious man. Hayden kicked his hand off of Aelius, moving forward to stand between them.

"Leave off, just because you have a crush on her, doesn't mean you have the right to blame every injury on someone else," he snapped. Tuilen looked at his twin, gritting his teeth to stop himself from lashing out at the man.

"Take heed of your own words," Tuilen muttered in response before turning his attention back to Laure, making sure that she wasn't burned too badly. "Did he, you know, turn?" Hayden sighed, running a hand through his hair as he looked down at Aelius with worry.

"Not completely, but it looks like it's happening a lot more often," he answered, "And its coming to him a lot easier as well. The sight of that girl from Vale was enough to start it off." Tuilen snapped his gaze towards Hayden.

"She was the one that did this?" Tuilen demanded, looking back at the devastated forest behind them. Although it had been cooled rapidly by Tuilen's frost, mist still rose from patches of ice that had formed as the warmth that continued underneath despite the cold melted it.

"No, there was someone new," Hayden reported. "Probably someone that was supposed to replace Torchwick after he vanished, however it looks like he's still higher ranking than the other girl. They got away with the scientist as well."

"Either way, they're both out of our jurisdiction, I doubt they're going to continue this as an internal matter," Tuilen replied, looking over at the military police that were already arriving on the scene. Sighing, he kicked at the dirt, frustrated at their loss.

"There will be other times, though," Hayden reassured him. "I doubt we'll be in Internal Affairs for long, and after that, who knows, we might be hunting down that woman who staged the whole attack on our home. Rather, I hope that happens."

"For now though, we need to wake these two up," Tuilen replied, not wanting to say anything to fuel Hayden's hopes. Unlike his brother, he was a realist, ignoring what he wanted to chase after what he was confident enough in achieving. Tuilen gently shook Laure awake, who, sat up, her aura restoring much of the damage that had been done to her.

"Aelius," she gasped, looking over at her fallen friend. Tuilen looked away, a bitter expression overcoming him for a moment. Laure jumped up and ran to slide by her partner's side, laying her hands on the back of his head, where she could feel his injury.

"I had to knock him out, otherwise he would have fully turned," Hayden apologised to her, but Laure wasn't listening. Instead she looked in his eyes as he began to wake. Waking with a start, she gasped as she saw the red in his eyes growing more pronounced. After blinking a few times, the change faded, and a more concerned, worried look took over his face.

"I wasn't even holding the weapons," he mumbled incoherently. "Why, how?" The softer expressions on his face all but melted his teammate's hearts as they looked down at the man who used to be like a younger brother to them, eagerly fighting to protect them.

"You're fine now," Laure reassured him, before glancing back at the others in concern. Tuilen knelt down next to Aelius and laid a hand on his shoulder comfortingly. This was the man who had been his best friend years ago. Tuilen was unsure whether to be thankful for the events of today just to see that same person again.

"Don't worry, we're going to work this out," he smiled. Aelius nodded for a moment before collecting himself, his cold mask returning as he pushed himself to his feet, once again distancing himself from them. Looking around at the devastated base and the military police, he sighed.

"Alright, let's make our statements and get this embarrassment over and done with," he muttered. The four of them readjusted their masks to make sure that they were all presentable enough before walking towards the military police, their coats lifted by the cool breeze that blew through the base from the forested area that had been frozen over. "Oh, and I know that it was you that hit me, Hayden, we're going to have a little talk about that later." His comrade visibly gulped as the other two smirked over at him.


	2. Chapter 2

James Ironwood examined his scroll as he walked, flicking between different documents and reading them with weary eyes. He had been attempting to rectify the damages that had been caused by the knights that he had brought to Vale during the Vytal Festival. He had sought to remove the human element from battle and protect their troops, but he had recently found that there was something that could be even more powerful than that.

The bond of brotherhood, and the motivation necessary to fuel it could cause even the weakest of men to act like the strongest and bravest, and what they needed now was a brotherhood comprised of the most powerful that they could afford, and the most motivated amongst men.

"Sir, they're ready for you," a soldier reported, saluting him as Ironwood put his scroll away. The soldier gestured to a room that had been reserved for the meeting that was about to commence. Entering the room, the General looked down at the soldiers that were waiting.

Every single Valesian migrant that worked for the Atlas military had been gathered here for one purpose, to track down those that had destroyed their home and cause the chaos that took so many lives. Each one of them looked back at Ironwood, wary that this opportunity was too good to be true.

"You all know your purpose in this task force, and you know how important it is," Ironwood stated. "This time, you're not just fighting for your home, but of the place that you used to call home as well. I know that each of you has the greatest desire amongst us all of the Atlesian military to bring these people in."

"To be fair, not many of us might have that desire to bring them in," one of the soldiers cut in, running a hand through his fiery red hair. Hayden leant forward in his seat, looking at the General with what could almost be called a glare. "Isn't it kind of risky to get us of all people to do this?"

"It is a risk that I'm willing to take," Ironwood replied, watching as the rest of Hayden's squad shot the red headed man glares. "But you should keep in mind that you will not be immune to the law, and you will be court marshalled."

"Don't worry sir, I won't let it get to that," another in the squad put in, his clean cut look in complete contrast to the other's despite the similarity that denoted the two as twins. Tuilen stamped on Hayden's foot, causing him to shut his mouth, though he continued glaring at the General.

"Your first briefing will be tomorrow, however I want you all to know that your first priority will be the apprehension of those that helped the lead scientist of the robotics department escape and your second will be the prevention of any disasters that they might cause. Do not be mistaken, you are not the clean-up crew, you are the hunters," Ironwood said, gesturing for the group to begin to dismiss and prepare themselves. Leaving their exit to last, Laure walked over to Hayden and hit him on the back of the head.

"Are you an idiot?" she hissed, causing him to snap to her. "Don't be so careless or you're going to cost us our place on this task force." Hayden's eyes narrowed to slits as his fury bubbled over within him.

"Oh really? How about I show you careless," he growled, whirling around and heading back towards Ironwood in spite of the urgent whispered commands by the rest of the squad. "Excuse me _sir_, but frankly, isn't this all bullshit?"

"Excuse me?" Ironwood asked him coldly, already analysing Hayden in case the man should attack him in his anger.

"You're not the clean-up crew," Hayden repeated mockingly. "Aren't we all just cleaning up after your screw up? You're the one who commissioned the knights, you're the one who brought them to Vale, and you're the one who let Torchwick turn them against our people, and now they're here and you want us to clean up after your mess!"

Ironwood was stunned, he attempted to retort and to put the man in his place, but for some reason, nothing came to his mind. All he could think about was those screams that echoed in his mind whenever he thought back to that tragedy and had seen the knights that he had been so proud of firing upon the very people they were supposed to protect. The other Valesians that were still in the room looked upon the situation, a mumbling beginning amongst them.

"I'm sorry, General, he's been very highly strung since the incident as he has not been able to contact his family," Aelius apologised for the still shaking Hayden, placing a hand on his shoulder and giving him a look. As Hayden began to turn away, he turned the look to the general, making him shiver slightly. "But by no means believe that the rest of us do not disagree with him, he is merely slightly more vocal about it."

"You're Aelius, correct?" Ironwood asked, gathering himself slightly, after a nod from the younger man, he continued. "You're Atlesian by birth, why do you include yourself in that statement?" Aelius turned fully towards him, a glint in his eye.

"I have spent the better part of my life in Vale," he stated, "And I have found that family is not just blood, the same that my squad is my family as well. I too have my own worries that lay there as well." Ironwood could only watch on as the rest of the soldiers left the room, tuning back to his scroll and activating it, flicking through to Aelius' documentation.

"Operator, I'd like you to bring me all files we have on Aelius," Ironwood ordered, frowning. There was something about the young man's look that unsettled him. Ordinarily he would have attributed it to being examined by a member of the internal affairs, but there was something else that lay within that gaze that was slightly, hungrier, for want of a better word.

"You know the deal," Hayden grinned at Aelius as they exited the room. The other blanched slightly as he remembered their squads rule, if one person defused a situation, they had to act as a training partner for the other. Mostly it was made to try and dissuade the others from interfering in certain situations where they would have complicated things.

"Yeah, well it was either that or risk getting thrown out of the task force," Aelius snapped, still fuming at him. In all honestly, he wasn't too unhappy about fighting against Hayden at the moment. The other two also nodded, glancing over at the red haired soldier in annoyance.

"Well you know what, he probably knows our names now," Hayden replied nonchalantly. "And he also knows that we are going to be able to devote almost everything to bringing them back, or at least finding them."

"Here's the problem with that though, we are still part of internal affairs," Aelius replied in annoyance. "He shouldn't know our names, or at least not off by heart, once he knows you have a bias against him, then he can use that to forgo all of your authority."

"You said it yourself, we might not even be in internal affairs for much longer," Hayden argued. "And if this task force works out, then we shouldn't even need to be in the Atlesian military. This is the break that we've been waiting for."

Tuilen and Laure split off from them, moving to the viewing area that overlooked the dozens of rings where other soldiers trained. Primarily used for teaching recruits combat manoeuvres, the rings were free use after a certain time. Picking one of the rings, Hayden pulled a wooden staff from the weapons rack, while Aelius pulled a training sword from the opposite rack.

Walking to their respective points on the circle, the two hunters faced each other. Hayden almost smiled at how the scene reminded him of their studies at beacon. When he was first presented as leader of their squad, Aelius was almost completely useless at fighting, in fact Hayden had at first resented him for what he had thought was using his birthrights to gain the pole position. He had soon learnt of the man's immense potential.

Always the strongest fighter of the four, Hayden trained Aelius personally, forging him into a capable warrior comparable to even his own skills. Together, the both of them spent countless nights working on combat tactics to unite their squad even further.

Now the only way they could be further apart would be if they weren't even in the squad together anymore. Flourishing the staff, Hayden sighed as he collected himself. This fight wasn't just to relieve the frustrations of being stuck in the Atlesian military, it was also for the distance that he now felt from even Tuilen, his own brother.

"You know I won't go easy on you," Aelius called over to him, watching the flourishes carefully, looking out for any sign of a sudden charge. Hayden laughed loudly, throwing him off. Grinning over at Aelius, his eyes flashed menacingly.

"Please do, I don't want to put you out of action for tomorrow's first briefing," Hayden retorted, lowering himself and dashing forwards, rolling forwards and bringing his staff up to jab at Aelius' jaw. Throwing his head back, the other narrowly missed the staff, knocking it out of the way with his blade and spinning around, throwing a kick back at Hayden.

Sliding out of the way, the red haired hunted twisted back onto his feet, looking over at his friend's posture and stance critically. Walking forwards, he engaged in a much more standard flurry of blows. Blocking these easily, Aelius even started to push Hayden back, until Hayden pushed through his own response by jabbing him in the chest.

"Your guard is still sufficient, but your swings have slowed," he snapped, knocking Aelius' blade aside and hitting him in the side, making him fall to one knee and bite his lip to hold back a curse. He looked back up at Hayden, raising his blade just in time to stop a devastating blow against his neck. The blade flew out of his hand at the force of the strike, disarming him.

"This is too much," Laure muttered, biting her nail as she watched the brutal attacks nervously. Even during their training at beacon Hayden was never this rough. Tuilen wasn't nearly so concerned though.

"Aelius can handle it," he replied, watching carefully. He had known that his friend had been forgoing his sword training, believing that he wouldn't need it anymore. Instead he had been focusing his efforts on preparing different styles depending on what he would need for certain situations.

Bringing the staff back down on Aelius, Hayden was shocked to find that the man had gripped his staff a moment from impact, holding it firm. Pushing the pole away, he began advancing once again on Hayden, this time unarmed.

Hayden was stunned at the proficiency at which Aelius was able to deflect his counters, unable to land a hit with his regular attacks. Switching up his styles, the red headed hunter's strikes became increasingly erratic, seemingly changing directions at will just to avoid Aelius' hands.

The change in movement didn't do too much to change Aelius' disposition. Maintaining his pace, he continued his steady pace to push Hayden out of the ring. Gritting his teeth, the other hunter skipped back a couple of paces to break his leader's flurry of blows.

Dashing back in, he started his own strikes fresh. No matter Aelius' speed, the difference between their skill was still clear, with Hayden's precise movements able to eliminate enough unneeded movement to keep up with the other.

It almost appeared as if the two were dancing as they whirled around the ring, each making and then losing ground, however it was slowly turning in Aelius' favour. Although he was only able to catch glimpses of his leader as the two fought, Hayden could see the darkness beginning to spread in his eyes once again.

Once more, Aelius could feel his thoughts slowly warping and twisting, voices layering over what he thought to do next, correcting him and his actions to improve on his movements and attacks. Hayden's eyes widened as he saw the white shell beginning to form underneath Aelius' eyes and realised that he was too far gone for him to pull himself back.

Drawing his staff back, he used it to catapult himself forwards and slam his feet into Aelius' chest. Stumbling backwards, the other felt his breath leave his body, looking up to see the wooden staff bearing down on his head, still the previous blow having dazed him.

"You were way out of line," Aelius heard Laure snap. He opened his eyes to see Tuilen leaning over him, inspecting any damage that might have been cause. Behind him, Hayden looked almost ashamed of himself as Laure scolded him.

"Calm down, he's fine," Tuilen reassured her. "Probably going to be a little wobbly for a few minutes, but aside from that nothing's damaged." Laure looked over at Aelius in concern. Giving her a smile to show that he wasn't hurt, Aelius groaned as Tuilen helped him to his feet.

"You know this wouldn't have happened if you spent your time training instead of moping around," Hayden called from behind the other two, prompting Laure to snap her gaze towards him, glaring at his brashness. Shrugging it off, he turned away, before muttering under his breath. "And if you could actually control yourself I wouldn't have to keep saving you."

"He's not wrong," Tuilen backed him up. "We haven't seen any actual combat situations in a long time, but if we are going to take part in this task force, then you'll need to get yourself together." Aelius nodded, avoiding his eyes.

"I know, the trouble is, what do I train?" he asked, looking up at them. Tuilen glanced away uncomfortably, not wanting to admit that he had seen Aelius training for his new weapon. When at first he had received it, their leader had adamantly refused to use it no matter what and then explained that the day that he accepted it would be the day that he lost his humanity.

"There is still a way to cure you," Laure insisted. "We just haven't found it yet." Aelius glanced up at the white lock of hair the continually hung in his eyes, reminding him of what used to be, but couldn't any more. Feeling a constriction building in his chest, he pushed himself to his feet.

"I need to get some air," he stated abruptly, starting to walk away from the rest of the squad. The other three were left in silence, thinking about what they each thought was best for him. Tuilen ran a hand through his hair, biting his lip as he kicked himself into gear, beginning to walk after Aelius.

"I know about the training," he told Aelius as he caught up. Aelius looked over at him in surprise, then his expression turned defensive.

"So what? If I get into a fight I need to defend myself," He argued. Tuilen merely held his hands in the air, showing that he wasn't trying to pick a fight.

"I'm not arguing with you, but you realise that this is the reason that it's getting worse, right?" he replied. Aelius gritted his teeth and looked down at his hands in frustration.

"What else am I supposed to do, there's only one person that I know can fix this, and I lost contact with him years ago," he muttered. Tuilen narrowed his eyes, wondering what Aelius was talking about, but the other had already started to walk off.

"You may have given up, but the rest of us haven't," he called out to him. "You might not think it, but we miss those old times, the ones where you stumbled, and then let us help you back on your feet, not where you pull us down just to pull yourself up. I still want my best friend back."

Aelius closed his eyes to stop himself from screaming in fury as he left Tuilen's line of sight. Clenching his hand into a fist, he slowly let a breath hiss out through his teeth, fighting the darkness that threatened to consume him. Letting all of his frustration out n one punch, he dealt a devastating blow to the wall next to him, buckling the steel and denting it beyond repair.

The most infuriating part of the whole ordeal was that he knew. There was no cure, there was no hope to rid himself of this accursed power. There was no returning to his old self. There was only one thing that could rid him of it, and it wasn't some magical potion. The 'cure' that everyone was searching for came at the end of a blade. All he could do now was try to control it as best he could.

Once again that damned lock of hair fell into his eyes. Whenever he thought about the previous times, before this whole mess, it always danced in front of his vision, taunting him for the choices that he made, ones that he could never unmake.

General Ironwood sat at his desk, the lights dim as he read through pages upon pages of information that had been dug up on Aelius. Like he had mentioned, originally he had been raised in Atlas, coming from a remote village in the country. After being denied access to Atlas academy, he had been approached by the staff at Beacon to participate in their own school.

After a startlingly impressive school career, he had been requested to join back with the Atlas military, but had refused after conversing with his squad mates, choosing to remain with them as a squad of hunters that continued his cordial companionship with Beacon.

After a while, though, it seemed as though Aelius was given an offer that he could not refuse, and he returned to Atlas, alone. A project named Season's End took him on, and after it ended he moved around to different parts of the Atlesian military, soon finding himself joined once again by his squad mates. Finally, they found their place within the internal affairs, the perfect place for a group of Valesians frustrated with their situation.

Looking over his Beacon profiles, he frowned as he looked closer. It had been recorded that his hair was naturally blonde, and yet when he applied for the military, it was written that his natural hair was black. Knowing the colour that it currently was, Ironwood looked for more discrepancies.

A few pieces here and there were minor, eye colour, height, though the latter was most likely merely growth. The most alarming detail, however, was the semblance. Each soldier was required to record theirs to make sure that they were able to be placed in squads that made the most of their abilities. On the Beacon profile, it was listed as 'Martyrdom', however on the Atlas sheet there was nothing listed.

"Something changed," he muttered, looking over Aelius' history once more. During the period after Beacon, he could barely find any information at all, unfortunately. Only the names of the operations in which he took part were listed, everything else was either deleted or buried under mountains of restrictions which he couldn't bypass.

There was something that he did have control over, though. The Season's End program had taken part on Atlas soil, which also meant that he had authority over it. Opening it up, he looked over the files which were provided.

"The Season's End program was designed to empower a soldier under Atlas control with power superior to regular auras," Ironwood read. "Researchers; redacted, participants; redacted, results… redacted. Conclusions; once bonded with a person, it is impossible to remove the power, once it is available again, the choice of participant must be chosen more wisely."

Once again typing into the console, Ironwood attempted to reveal the redacted information, however an error message blinked at him from the corner of the scroll. Error: This information is restricted. Flicking his eyes to the other corner of the scroll, Ironwood confirmed that it was he who was signed in before attempting again. Receiving the same message, he rubbed his tired eyes.

"Who are you, really?" he muttered, staring at the photo of Aelius on is desk, one with him smiling widely, surrounded by friends and platinum blonde hair. "You are not the man who graduated from Beacon, that I know."


End file.
